Launching a
Once students began to verbally express how useful writing conferences were in comparison to peer editing, I knew it was time to really begin plans for a writing center.
Need and Desire for a Writing Center
We all know that, for most students, writing isn't an easy task. Authentic writing doesn't submit to a "one and-done" mantra; rather, it is a process. Students need time to brainstorm, pre-write, draft and revise. What's more, they need feedback along the way; they need time to talk about their ideas, to discuss their organization, to test their writing on a real reader. Any extra guidance is beneficial, even to the most gifted of writers. In 1987, NCTE echoed this sentiment and published its "Resolution on Writing Centers," stating, NCTE members recognized the important contribution writing centers have made to the success of many students at all levels of education. Be it therefore resolved, that the National Council otTeachers ofEnglish endorse the principle that the establishment of a writing center should be a long term commitment on the part of an institution, including stable budgeting and full academic status ... "
A high school writing center allows students to talk about their process or piece with a peer who is taking on an objective and empathetic perspective (something students don't always receive from their instructors).
Further, many students need the one-on-one time the high school classroom often doesn't provide, not because we are poor teachers, but because our class sizes are on the rise and our curriculums are packed with "must One of the most essential aspects of an effective writing center is its staff. When I wrote my grant, I specified that I wanted four to five senior students and that those students should receive compensation for their work, much like I did from WMU Student consultants are paid hourly based on the weekly hours of operation. In addition, students are compensated for any additional workshops or presentations they host throughout the year. My rationale for paying students is threefold: (1) I wanted to be able to influence the best students to choose the Writing Center over other local jobs and to participate in another school activity;
(2) it sends a message to them and the student body that the work they do as consultants is important and serious; and (3) it allows the student consultants to see the importance of presenting themselves as young professionals.
Some may question this rationale, but it is important to me that the Center be staffed by students, not other teachers, "precisely because tutors are not classroom teachers, they often can step back and encourage their
peers to apply what they have learned. That is, rather than fixing errors, a good tutor will show a student how to make changes," encouraging students to work independently (Levin qtd. in Farrell 27). Though it is not always easy, I want to entice the best of the best students to become consultants. To them, and to me, this isn't just another after school activity; upon being hired, they become employees of the school district. That carries some additional weight.
In order to advertise the positions, I created an application and advertised through school-wide announcements and quick visit.:; to junior English classes.
In the grant, I included a student application form and strict guidelines for applying that I must uphold each year the grant is renewed. First, applicants need a 3.5 GPA or higher and no less than a B in any English course. I also ask for one academic writing sample, three pages or longer, double spaced, and two letters ofrecommendation from two different teachers. I require that one be from an English teacher. I ask that recommendations refer specifically to the applicant's writing skills, work ethic, social skills, public speaking skills and the ability to give and receive constructive criticism. It is important to me that the students who apply are capable ofmore than writing great essays. As Donald Samson notes, "English majors are not necessarily the best [writing center] tutors; a student with patience, a receptive attitude, and a facility in explaining complex ideas often will prove to be a better tutor than someone who simply displays good knowledge of the material" (qtd. in Wallace and Simpson 233). Thus, though student applicants have to fulfill many requirements, being willing and able to do so sends a message about the kind of tutor and employee they will be.
Once I receive the aforementioned materials,
Language Arts Journal of Michigan a brief interview takes place with me, another English teacher and our district's assistant superintendent, where students answer several standard interview questions and perform a mock consultation to see how the student would respond to another student's writing. The first year, I received seven applications, and based on interviews and application materials, hired four of them (on a side note, I highly recommend asking colleagues to sit in on the interviews; it helped me maintain objectivity since many applicants were also students of mine). For the second year, I received eleven student applications, again with four spots to fill. Both years, we've been able to select a wonderfully diverse and qualified group of student writers, with whom it is a pleasure to work.
In order for consultants to be successful in their jobs, training must take place. I hold a one-day training with all of them, a time where they fill out the necessary paperwork with the district's central office and learn about the Writing Center pedagogy. I create detailed employee handbooks (reminiscent ofmy time at WMU) that include an evaluation form, which I complete every nine weeks for each consultant.
After reviewing the handbook, we brainstorm advertising strategies, create signs and appointment books, set hours and go over scheduling. It is a productive day that sets the bar for a very successful year.
The Work of the Center
When a student comes into the Writing Center at my school,
whether by appointment or walk-in, he or she can expect to be greeted by one of the consultants or me. There is some brief paperwork that each student fills out (discussed earlier), and that information helps to guide the consultation. Student consultants then sit down side-by-side with the writer somewhere in the classroom, putting the paper between them. From there, the consultant will ask the student what he or she wishes to work on during their meeting. Some students will wish to brainstorm ideas. In that case, the consultant's role is more of a listener and transcriber.
If a student brings in a draft, the consultant will ask the student to read all or a portion of that piece out loud (as we know this is an effective way to guide revision), and will gently stop the reader to discuss any problems that may arise, first focusing on the higher order concerns (content, ideas, clarity, organization, etc.) and then, if time, commenting on the lower order concerns (grammar, mechanics, spelling, format). The consultant may read aloud ifthe student is uncomfortable, provided the interactive feel of the conference is retained. It's very important to note that a consultant never writes on the student's paper. In order to help our students take ownership of their writing, they are in charge of making notes on their own paper. Most of the feedback is verbal, becoming a discussion between consultant and student. If the consultant wishes, he or she can make suggestions on a separate sheet ofpaper and give that to the student as well.
Consultations usually do not exceed twenty minutes; and if a student brings in a lengthy paper, the consultant may want to ask the student ifthere is a particular section that needs the most attention and then invite the student to return at a later time to work on the rest of the piece. I ask that all my consultants invite students back into the Center for another consultation, just to give the students that option. 
Creating School-Wide Student and Staff Interest
Establishing the Center is all well and good, but if there is no clientele, all is lost. It is important to reach out to the school community to infonn teachers and students of the benefits and cajole them to utilize the Center on a regular basis. Imperative especially is making that connection with other teachers. To do so, I give a short presentation at the first staff meeting of the year, and student consultants also put fliers in teacher mailboxes. Once the teachers are in the know, they can share that knowledge with their students.
Some teachers even require that students visit the Writing
Center or offer extra credit for doing so. It's commentary like this that solidify the certainty that this Center is a must for my school community and we are making a difference, perhaps just in baby steps as we enter our second year.
Writing Centers Are Possible
I am lucky to teach in a community that sees the value in funding innovative ideas. However, my grant will not be forever renewable, and I will need to be creative in order to keep the Center running. It is my beliefthat any school can launch its own writing center. Here are some ideas:
• Partner with NHS: National Honors Society students are required by the Society to accumulate a certain amount of volunteer hours. Of course, you would want some feedback on students to make sure they are qualified in writing and that they have positive people skills. With some training to acclimate those students to the Center dynamic, this could be very successful. It still holds onto the premise that students are teaching students.
• 
Conclusion
I'm very passionate about the importance of one-on one conferencing and the opportunities that peer-writing coaches offer students who come to the Writing Center.
As advocates of authentic writing and the writing process, we're doing our students, our school, and our beliefs a disservice by not more widely offering writing centers at the high school level as resources for our students. It speaks to the importance of writing across the curriculum and the impact conversation can have on one's own writing.
Without a doubt, with better resources, our students will produce better products.
As we move into our second year, I did need to make some changes in order to make the Center happen financially.
For instance, because the reality of 2009 is lower budgets, I
elected not to ask for a stipend in order to preserve the Center.
I don't see this as a setback; for me, the running of the Center doesn't monopolize my time, mainly because I've chosen and trained well a group oftrustworthy, self-sufficient consultants.
In fact, it offers stress relief because I know my students will 2. Students will sit down next to a writing consultant and first discuss the writing assignment. Students are encouraged to come with assignments from all disciplines, not just English.
3. Students will then be asked to outline some of their concerns. During this time, the consultant may take notes.
4. Then, if at the drafting stage, students will read their papers out loud to the consultant.
5. After the reading, the consultant will guide students through the revision process by addressing several aspects of the essay.
6. Toward the end of the session, the consultant will address any remaining questions.
What Students (and/or Teachers) Should Not Expect From Consultants 1. Editing of the paper.
The Center focuses on guided revision techniques. At no point will a consultant write on a student's paper or re-write any aspect of the essay verbally. The consultant will make suggestions to the writer and also recommend the writer record those suggestions so they are easier to remember. The writer must take ownership of the essay.
Addressing every possible problem.
First, the consultant will address the concerns voiced by the writer. If no concerns are voiced, the consultant is trained to start with higher order concerns (ideas, organization, clarity, etc.) and then move into lower order concerns (mechanics, punctuation, format, etc.) By no means in a half hour session can everything be addressed.
An Automatic '.A:.
It is up to the student to take the suggestions of the consultant. The consultant is there to aid the student with hislher writing, not turn every paper into perfection. The student should take ownership of hislher writing.
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